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This paper examines the changing urban form of Milwaukee’s central city beginning in the 
late nineteenth century.  Originally, these neighborhoods provided housing for the many 
laborers working in nearby factories such as the Pabst and Schlitz Breweries.  Over time, 
increasing densities led the Socialist leadership of Milwaukee to advocate for a 
decentralized system of parks and parkways.  The aim was to address the increasingly 
degraded social and physical environment by emphasizing the restorative qualities of 
green space.  Throughout the twentieth century, these neighborhoods would continue to 
exhibit characteristics associated with urban blight.  Further, many residents lacked 
access to the new metropolitan park system because it was peripheral, and thus appealed 
to newer, suburban developments.  Home to a largely white, immigrant workforce in the 
nineteenth century, the central city suffered disinvestment and blight in the later part of 
the twentieth century.  Milwaukee’s central city neighborhoods today - largely lower-
income and African-American - reveal a problematic landscape with regard to 
environmental justice.  

 
 
Introduction 
   Throughout the nineteenth century, a key constraint on park development in American 
cities was the emphasis placed on industrial development and the provision of worker 
housing.  Similar to many ‘rust belt’ cities, Milwaukee, Wisconsin was once dominated by 
industrial and manufacturing sites (Leavitt 1982; Simon 1996).  These locations served as 
the symbol of capital investment, as well as local, regional, and national economic 
strength for what was referred to as the ‘Genuine American’ city (Kenny and Zimmerman 
2004).  Milwaukee developed rapidly with industrial enterprises that attracted a largely 
foreign work force, including the breweries and beer gardens that were brought over with 
the newly arrived German immigrants.  Milwaukee’s early factories, its emphasis on 
brewing, and the abundance of worker housing contributed to the unique development 
of dense, industrial neighborhoods, with little room for parks.  
 
   In the last few decades, many of these industrial spaces have been vacated as 
manufacturing activities have shifted to previously undeveloped greenfield sites outside 
the central city.  As a result, Milwaukee County currently has over 4,000 brownfield sites, 
many of which are vacant and concentrated in the central and northwest neighborhoods 
of Milwaukee (De Sousa 2005).  This paper will focus on these neighborhoods, with 
particular emphasis on the Northwest Side - a neighborhood that grew as a result of 



The Wisconsin Geographer, 2018  2 
 

nearby industry that was emerging between the Milwaukee and Menomonee Rivers - just 
north and west of the central city.  Development of housing that was accessible to the 
breweries along the railroads referred to as ‘beer lines’ encouraged dense, working-class 
neighborhoods.  Throughout the twentieth century, deindustrialization affected 
Milwaukee dramatically, with accelerated disinvestment, retail decline, and commercial 
abandonment in the 1970s and 1980s (Levine 2002).  The central and northwest 
neighborhoods are now some of the least affluent, least mobile, and most racially 
segregated.  As a result of the historical patterns of structural disinvestment and 
suburbanization, Milwaukee is faced with the blight, pollution and health risks associated 
with brownfields, and thus presents an environmentally unjust urban setting (Bjelland 
2004; Heathcott and Murphy 2005). 
  
   In mapping urban development, this paper places history at the center of producing 
current inequities.  Examining access to parks as dependent upon historical land use 
decisions in industrial American cities like Milwaukee provides greater context to more 
recent strands of environmental justice; including those that explore broader structural 
issues as central to understanding the (uneven) production of urban space.  Analyzing 
land use patterns that have resulted from urban industrial capitalism may help situate 
modern US cities (and their many socio-environmental challenges) as historical products.  
Brownfields and other deindustrialized spaces are the result of the economic decline that 
occurred as manufacturing practices and production shifted globally over the last few 
decades (Smith 1991).  In addition though, land use decisions of the past – focused heavily 
on economic expansion and discriminatory housing policies - have fostered urban 
environments that display little evidence of planning for the recreational and open space 
needs of society.  
  
   Scholars within geography, urban studies, and other related disciplines have called for 
greater emphasis to be placed on the historical conditions that have led to urban 
inequities and injustice (Rast 2012).  Rast suggests that scholars emphasize the role of 
temporality in helping explain socio-political conditions, and Pulido calls for greater 
engagement with notions of historically-produced neighborhoods based on white 
privilege (Pulido 2000).  Further, more recent work by Boone, et al. argues the challenges 
inherent in trying to understand ‘the process of environmental inequity formation 
without comprehending the historical and institutional dynamics that create such 
inequities’ (Boone et al. 2009).  In Milwaukee underlying political and economic 
(structural) forces such as these resulted in civic leaders’ prioritization of housing and 
industry, leaving little park space remaining in the older, and degraded centrally-located 
neighborhoods.  Additionally, housing policies and discriminatory practices led to the 
concentration of positive resources at a great distance from these communities.  Using 
Milwaukee as a case-study, this paper will contextualize current environmental justice 
arguments for park equity and access within a historical-structural analysis of the 
industrial evolution of the city.  The aim is to better explain social, economic, and 
environmental outcomes related to these historical strands.   
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   Following a review of the literature, this paper will be organized into four sections.  The 
first section describes beer gardens (urban green spaces) in early Milwaukee as private 
and semi-private sites for leisure in the mid-nineteenth century.  The second section will 
focus on the many European (largely German) laborers and their families that were 
attracted by brewing jobs (among other industrial trades) and settled in the city, resulting 
in ever-increasing urban densities in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.  
Following this will be an evaluation of the political and ideological shifts that drove the 
park-planning process of Milwaukee from the 1920’s to the 1940’s.  It will be shown that 
this era drew from a socialist ideology of metropolitan park-planning that focused on 
green spaces along the periphery of the County.  The fourth and concluding section will 
examine the impact that deindustrialization and discriminatory housing had on the newly 
arriving black population in the decades following World War II.  Ultimately, the four 
sections provide historical and structural context for analyzing contemporary spaces of 
injustice in the city.   
 
Environmental Justice and Contemporary Park Access 
 
   Scholars examining contemporary landscapes of Environmental Justice have focused on 
the proximity of toxic facilities to various races (United Church of Christ 1987; Bullard 
1990; Hurley 1997; Pulido et al. 2000; Rowan and Fridgen 2003; Jacobson et al. 2005). 
Beyond focusing on the proximity of low-income communities of color to negative land 
uses such as brownfields, studies have emerged that examine access to parks and other 
beneficial green spaces through the lens of environmental justice (Burgess 1988; Talen 
and Anselin 1998; Lindsey et. al 2001; Loukaitou-Sideris and Stieglitz 2002).  Access to 
parks (as beneficial urban amenities) as well as the presence of brownfields (as burdens) 
is of great importance when mapping issues of environmental equity and justice.  Several 
scholars in Los Angeles for instance, highlight the nexus between current park 
placement/access and environmental justice/equity (Wolch et. al 2005; Pincetl and 
Gearin 2005).  This research has shown that parks are unevenly distributed throughout 
the city based on socio-economic characteristics of the populace (i.e., fewer parks in poor 
communities of color).  In other cases, institutional structures such as zoning and real 
estate practices contribute to the strategic placement of environmental burdens and 
amenities and therefore help ‘illuminate the processes of environmental inequality 
formation’ (Boone et. al 2009 769).  In the case of Milwaukee, metropolitan planning and 
historical land use patterns have affected the presence and placement of urban parks.     
 
   Scholars have made more explicit connections between the historical developments 
that occurred throughout recent decades and their influence on contemporary urban 
environments.  Structural forces related to housing, zoning and white flight have led to 
patterns of injustice in St. Louis when African-Americans settled in industrial 
neighborhoods that soon became brownfields (Hurley 1997).  Other work has established 
links between industrial disinvestment and brownfield creation in low-income 
communities of color in the Minneapolis-St. Paul area (Bjelland 2004).  These scholars 
have shown that historical developments of urbanization – as rooted within ideological 
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shifts that emphasized the construction of a natural, separate, pastoral greenspace (i.e., 
production of nature) have led to unjust circumstances for many communities today.   
 
   Such distinct urban ecologies, from gated communities to the environmentally unjust 
conditions of depressed neighborhoods help ‘shape the choreography of a capitalist 
urbanization process’ (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003, 901).  Swyngedouw and Heynen 
contend that there is not a framework for systematically approaching the uneven 
distribution of environmental amenities under urban capitalism.  They and others argue 
that there is a need for further inquiry into the presence/absence of natural resources 
within the environmental justice literature, stating that it is indeed an injustice when 
communities lack environmental amenities for marginalized populations (Heynen 2005).  
Just as land uses such as waste incinerators or toxic landfills are disproportionately 
abundant in marginalized communities, positive community attributes (whether urban 
trees or urban parks) are disproportionately absent.   
 
   Environmental justice research has continued to expand beyond its early, quantitative 
approach that sought to determine whether polluting facilities were sited in low-income 
communities (whether consciously or due to widespread land use/economic forces).  This 
has been described as generational, or evolutionary in that following this first approach, 
there was an emphasis on ‘the production of inequalities with respect to broader social 
structures and political-economic processes.’  In addition to this was ‘the emergence of 
Marxist urban political ecology as a framework for theorizing and analyzing capitalism and 
class as primary drivers of socio-environmental change’ (Holifield 2009 593-94).  The 
current analysis engages with literature that emerges within these various ‘generations’ 
of study by focusing on class-based decisions of the past.  In addition however, it adds to 
this scholarship by examining the role that structural factors of density and industry, as 
well as unjust housing policies have had on contemporary access to urban amenities, and 
the lack of access faced by many of Milwaukee’s poorest, African-American residents. 
 
Beer Gardens in Milwaukee (growth of the city pre-1920)  
 
   In the early decades of the nineteenth-century, there was little vocalized desire for parks 
in ‘Frontier Milwaukee’ as the city at this time was surrounded by stands of heavy forests, 
rolling prairie, and an expansive network of rivers and streams (Anderson 1987; Schuyler 
1987).  Within this physical context, constructing a tamed (i.e., designed and controlled) 
wilderness in the face of encroaching industry was not, at first, seen as a priority.  More 
pressing, as Milwaukee approached the mid-nineteenth century, was the drive to allocate 
funds toward railroad construction and industrial development.  General sentiment held 
that competition over trade and development with neighboring Chicago to the south 
warranted greater budgetary concern (Teaford 1993).  In addition to the competitive 
drive for development, access to raw material and a sufficient labor force contributed to 
the concentration of industry in Milwaukee’s core (Melosi 1980).  Natural harbor 
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advantages and the presence of three rivers (Milwaukee, Menomonee, and Kinnickinnic) 
in the central part of Milwaukee added to its industrial and manufacturing prominence.  
    
   Several ward parks (apportioned based on political-spatial zones or wards) and the few 
‘beer gardens’ that were scattered throughout the landscape justified the notion that 
parks - for the most part - were already adequately supplied.  Beyond this, in 
neighborhoods where there was arguably little park space available (i.e., working-class, 
industrial), Milwaukee’s voters often rejected proposals for funding.  When civic leaders 
proposed adding to the already existing ward park system, working class residents of the 
Fourth Ward showed little support.  In this context of political apathy, the wards that 
would become what are now the central and northwest neighborhoods of Milwaukee 
(including the Fourth Ward) continued to grow, and were rapidly transformed by the 
growing need to house the large numbers of workers and their families entering the city. 
The abundance of industrial jobs, such as those offered at Pabst and Schlitz breweries, 
led to intense neighborhood development throughout the central city.  Only small 
pockets of park remained.  The original ward parks (generally small squares) and early 
‘beer gardens’ ultimately provided some of the only remaining green spaces for a largely 
altered and inequitable public park system well into the twenty-first century.  Two of 
those beer gardens, Schlitz and Pabst Park, will be the focus of the following discussion. 
 
   Though some beer gardens were small, simple lots adjoining local taverns, others - 
including Schlitz and Pabst parks - were far more elaborate; adorned with beautiful 
flowers and virgin timber, artificial ponds and fountains, and chairs for the enjoyment of 
the guests.  More than passive green oases, Schlitz and Pabst offered dancing, Sunday 
afternoon concerts, merry-go-rounds for children, small carnivals, theatre in the summer, 
and outdoor bowling in order to facilitate the spirit of ‘Gemutlichkeit’ or good fellowship 
amongst the urban dwellers of Milwaukee (Gurda 2006).  German immigrants to 
Milwaukee in the 1840s and 1850s were responsible for the emerging industry of beer 
making, and the gardens that sprouted up nearby.  These gardens served largely as private 
enclaves by charging admission and erecting gates, promoting the consumption of beer 
and, in the process, commodification of leisure.  Though these gardens were 
commercialized spaces, they nonetheless managed to serve – to some extent - the poor, 
as well as the wealthy citizens of Milwaukee (Rosenzweig 1983).   
 
   Writing towards the end of the nineteenth century, park advocate and founding City 
Parks Commissioner Christian Wahl expressed gratitude for the green spaces afforded to 
his city by pleasure providers of decades past in stating that; 
 

“To-day, no half way intelligent person can possibly deny the manifold advantages 
of properly made and properly kept parks in great cities.  As a rule they are 
originally located on the outskirts, and thus in the case of rapidly growing towns, 
they give surety of healthy breathing spots when the city has extended far beyond 
them, and the hygienic value of these open spaces in large towns can hardly be 
overestimated” (Wahl 1895). 
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   Wahl had expressed concern about Milwaukee’s relatively late arrival into park-
planning, lamenting that his great city would fall behind Midwestern counterparts such 
as Chicago and Minneapolis (Kenny and Platt 2012).  Though prime sites in the heavily 
industrial and centralized neighborhoods of the city were harder to acquire by the end of 
the nineteenth century, the City’s emerging aggressiveness toward purchasing park sites 
would help in the early decades of the twentieth century.  Milwaukee was fortunate to 
have, at the very least, large-scale industrial factories run by German beer-makers.  These 
breweries, in addition to adding to the region’s industrial prowess and economic strength, 
also built gardens for Milwaukee’s thirsty, leisure-seeking citizens. 
 
   Some of the beer gardens were located along the periphery of Milwaukee in the 
nineteenth century.  Yet others, including Schlitz and Pabst had been constructed on land 
that was adjacent to centrally-located breweries and therefore took root near the 
industrial center of town.  Wahl knew that without these pre-existing sites, planning for 
a public park system would have proven difficult, if not impossible (See Fig. 1 – Schlitz 
Park).  These original beer gardens allowed Milwaukeeans the opportunity to recreate 
amidst increasingly industrial and often bleak settings.  In time, the beer gardens would 
fall under the control of the public system.  Schlitz and Pabst, (now Carver and Clinton 
Rose Parks, currently part of the public, County-wide system) are two remnants of the 
beer garden-era.  There is little evidence however of the spirit of ‘Gemutlichkeit’ and 
carnival-like atmosphere of the nineteenth century beer garden at Carver and Clinton 
Rose today. These two parks, like many throughout central Milwaukee are essentially 
spotty patches of grass, and under-maintained ball fields.   
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Figure 1:  Schlitz Park 

 
Early Twentieth Century in the Northwest Side 
 
   Within central Milwaukee is the Northwest Side neighborhood.  The Northwest Side, 
home to Schlitz and Pabst (now Carver and Clinton Rose Parks), is an area that is burdened 
by an abundance of brownfields, and scarcity of parks. This paper will focus on the 
neighborhoods of central Milwaukee and the Northwest Side for three reasons.  First, the 
Northwest Side has become one of the most segregated and poorest neighborhoods in 
Milwaukee.  As such, there is existing scholarship that has shed light on the neighborhood 
and its challenges, including the work of Simons that will be instrumental in the present 
study.  Second, historical patterns of urban growth in this neighborhood have resulted in 
a dense residential pattern, with significant industrial development occurring in the early 
decades of the twentieth century.  Finally, it is where Schlitz and Pabst Beer Gardens were 
built and still remain, though in diminished quality.  The historically-grounded research 
that informs the following discussion is based on ward maps of the Northwest Side and 
other neighborhoods that were digitized and enhanced with census data from 1900 to 
1920 in order to create ward-density maps.  The base maps used were retrieved from the 
American Geographical Society Library (AGSL) at the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee 
(UWM). 
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Structural Factors of Density (1920) 
   Examining urban growth in this era shows that the density of Milwaukee’s Northwest 
Side during these years led to a largely constrained park system (See Figure 2 – Milwaukee 
County Median Household Income).  Development of public parks in the central city was 
rare, with an emphasis on peripheral park placement from the 1920s onward (to be 
discussed in the next section).  In addition to a cemetery, and several smaller, less 
noteworthy green spaces, the only significant parks that existed prior to, and after the 
rapid development of this area were the beer gardens of Schlitz and Pabst.  The map 
produced from analyzing census and ward data sets the foundation for the entire analysis.  
Displaying this data shows the impact of population growth on urban form, and 
ultimately, the ability to place parks throughout the City.  
 

 
Figure 2:  Milwaukee County, Median Household Income, 2000.   
 
   From 1900 to 1920, the population of Milwaukee increased from 285,315 to 457,147.  
Wards 20, 22, and 19 at the extreme northwestern section of the City exhibited moderate 
density at 25 people/acre, 30/acre and 28/acre respectively in 1920 (See Figure 3 – 
Northwest Side Density Map - 1920).  The wards located closer to the center demonstrate 
the increased congestion that began to take root as Milwaukee entered the second 
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decade of the twentieth century.  As shown on the map from 1920, ward 7 is 49 people 
per acre, ward 10 is 56/acre, ward 9 is 73/acre, and wards 15 and 2 contain 39 and 55 
people per acre respectively.  Some of the wards in 1920 had grown so dense that there 
was nothing else to develop beyond housing.  Others maintained a density that could be 
low enough to allow for the creation of parks and other environmental amenities, yet 
were only developed with housing and industry.    

 
Figure 3:  Residential density on the Northwest Side, 1920. 

 
   The priority of civic leaders at this time was to promote housing, industry, and 
commerce.  Subdivision took place at the expense of park planning, with the bold step of 
developing a large, centralized park system never taken.  As Milwaukee’s leaders 
considered the park question more seriously in the 1920s and beyond, sites were almost 
always selected in peripheral, less accessible locations.  Though there was a keen 
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awareness of the problems presented by increased congestion and overcrowding of the 
industrial city, the fiscally conservative Socialist leadership of Milwaukee sought remote 
and less expensive locations for park development as part of the larger, metropolitan 
planning process (Platt 2010).  Decentralized park-planning would strive to bring urban 
residents out to nature, rather than bringing nature into the city.   
 
   There was a second strand of ideology that contributed to the early concentration of 
working-class neighborhoods near the industrialized center of town.  In considering the 
region’s already existing contours, streams, and other natural features, Milwaukee’s civic 
leaders sought out the landscape philosophy of Frederick Law Olmsted to aid in shaping 
the park structure of the city.  As he had done elsewhere, Olmsted paid greater attention 
to existing spaces that possessed unique topographic traits.  The sinuous curves of a river 
or steep banks of a ravine might provide for a more pastoral and romantic landscape.  
Indeed, the neighborhoods that formed near the Milwaukee River in particular and the 
bluffs and ravines along the Lake Michigan shoreline were decidedly upper-class.  In fact, 
Milwaukee’s Lake Park (considered by many the ‘crown jewel’ of the park system) was an 
Olmsted-designed park surrounded by large lot homes near Lake Michigan.  Thus, a 
greater concentration of wealth - in neighborhoods of relatively low density - further 
added to the need to house larger numbers of working-class citizens in the central and 
northwest neighborhoods. 
 
Park Planning in the Progressive Era (1920s - 1940s)  
 
   Charles Whitnall, known as the father of the Milwaukee County Park system, envisioned 
parkways and peripheral parks as the best way to reverse the centralized urban 
development trends of profit-seeking capitalism (McCarthy 2005).  He felt that centralized 
planning had contributed to congestion and blight which was quickly - and negatively - 
affecting the image of the city.  In the early decades of the twentieth century, Whitnall 
and Milwaukee’s socialist leadership promoted decentralization as one way to address 
the ills of crowded and increasingly degraded neighborhoods like the Northwest Side.1  
Prior to this, Wahl’s City Park Board had spent 2,475/acre on centrally-located park sites.  
When the County took over park acquisition, it spent an average of $670/acre on park 
sites (Anderson 1987).  The County actively avoided developing parks in the central parts 
of Milwaukee during the 1920s and 1930s.  In the 1920s alone, it acquired 1425 acres of 
largely peripheral park sites, and began constructing parkways to run alongside the 
outlying streams, rivers, and other riparian habitats of the region (Commission 1957). 
 
   Viewing the automobile as beneficial, Whitnall advocated for the separation of labor 
and leisure through decentralization and the newly built parkways (Eagan 1970).  The 
County’s park-planning did not contest the speculative process of centralized 
development, and instead helped facilitate it by acquiring peripheral and therefore 
cheaper park sites.  Milwaukee was not alone, as many US cities joined the movement to 
provide a taste of the country to commuters travelling along newly built roads and 
parkways.  This emphasis on landscape ideals, rooted within modernist emphases on 
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uninterrupted roadways, influenced the landscaping and design of many roads, highways, 
and parkways throughout the US and internationally (Hebbert 2008).  Whitnall’s vision in 
Milwaukee encouraged the development of parks - made accessible by landscaped 
parkways - further from the industry, housing, and ultimately, the people found in the 
central city.  Whitnall believed that the automobile would bring working families out of 
the bleak industrial configurations of urban space and in to the restorative beauty of 
nature.  Ultimately, the park-planning of the 1920s contributed to an inequitable 
dispersion of park space, with far greater acreage developed outside of Milwaukee’s 
central neighborhoods (See Figure 4 – Tentative Study of Metropolitan Park System).  
 
   Other cities had either built or were in the stages of planning metropolitan park systems, 
including Boston and Buffalo in the late nineteenth century (Schuyler 1986).  Los Angeles, 
in the early twentieth century sought decentralized open space as a means of preserving 
the abundant coastline, mountains, and valleys of the region (Hise and Deverell 2000; 
Schaffer 2001; Young 2001).  Remnants of early park plans from Boston and Buffalo are 
evident to present time.  Milwaukee however, with a system dominated by parks and 
parkways at the edge of the metropolitan area, is unique in its emphasis on a 
decentralized open space system.  Beyond three centrally-located, and older parks 
designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, the County-wide strategy of peripheral design 
became the preferred method of open space planning.  Boston and Buffalo for instance, 
developed more comprehensive metropolitan systems that incorporated both central 
and peripheral parks.  Los Angeles largely failed altogether implementing a regional 
system, and to this day still struggles with park provision (Wolch et. al 2005).   
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Figure 4:  Milwaukee County Park System map, 1923. 
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African Americans In, Jobs Out (1960s-present time) 
 
   Milwaukee’s African American population was relatively small prior to 1940, with larger 
numbers of Germans living in what would later become the heart of the black community 
in the Northwest Side.  In general, African Americans largely overlooked Milwaukee 
during the northward migration of the early 1900s, instead settling in larger Midwest 
cities including Chicago, Detroit, and St. Louis.  For instance, in 1910 Milwaukee’s black 
population was 0.3%, as compared with Chicago (2.0%), Detroit (1.2%) and St. Louis 
(6.4%).  By 1940, the other cities had witnessed large increases, (Chicago 8.2%, Detroit 
9.2% and St. Louis 13.3%) though Milwaukee still only had a black population of 1.5% 
(Teaford 1993).  After WWII however, the African American population grew rapidly as 
the industrial prowess and subsequent need for labor attracted those seeking jobs in 
Milwaukee’s growing manufacturing sector.  Still behind its larger counterparts in the 
region, by 1980 Milwaukee’s black residents comprised 23.1% of the population (Simon 
1996).  
 
  A virtually all-white, German neighborhood in 1940, Milwaukee’s Northwest Side 
became almost entirely African American by the 1970s (Trotter 1985; Geib 1998; Morrill 
2013).  Many incoming blacks from the south found industrial jobs that, by the 1960s 
provided enough income to help them purchase homes (Geib 1998).  Following 
substantial, but brief improvement in employment options and living conditions, entering 
the 1970s Milwaukee’s black population would quickly face diminishing prospects.  It was 
at this time that the relatively new residents encountered sudden and drastic 
employment challenges as the once-plentiful job market began to shrink.  Household 
income for the area as a percentage of the city median fell steadily from 92 percent in 
1940, to only 58 percent, or $13,725, in 1990 when over half of the population lived in 
households below the poverty line (Simon 1996).  Factors associated with economic 
restructuring would continue to have an adverse impact on the residents of the 
communities that comprised the Northwest Side.  Just as large numbers of African 
Americans were settling into Milwaukee for steady employment and decent housing, the 
availability of both began to diminish.   
 
   Once a large employer of African Americans in the city, manufacturer Allis-Chalmers for 
instance, shed thousands of laborers – falling from 20,000 to 3,700 between 1948 and 
1980.  Loss of good paying jobs and the speed with which de-industrialization occurred 
stifled laid-off workers from finding additional work and many of those displaced received 
minimally-helpful termination benefits (Geib 1998).  Though large numbers of African 
Americans did live in other industrial cities during the early decades of the twentieth 
century, encountering similar economic challenges, their particularly late arrival in 
Milwaukee lessened the time for them to establish a strong economic, political, and social 
foothold.  This arrival coincided almost precisely with the beginning of decades of 
substantial employment loss and economic stagnation, further marginalizing their 
situation.  Between 1960 and 1990, Milwaukee’s African American population (as percent 
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of city population) rose significantly from 8.4% to 30.1%, with large numbers settling in 
the dense and deteriorating – though more affordable - central neighborhoods of the city, 
including the Northwest Side (Simon 1996 127). 
 
   Compounding the problems associated with deindustrialization and job loss in post-
WWII Milwaukee, was the condition of the increasingly aging housing stock in the 
neighborhoods populated by incoming African Americans.  Much of the Northwest Side 
was subdivided in the late 1800s, and, as described earlier, a large volume of housing was 
constructed from 1900 to 1920 (when the city was industrializing at a rapid pace).  In the 
1980s and 1990s, this housing began to show signs of decline, with general maintenance 
problems, and some of the highest lead rates in the city.  Both socially and 
environmentally, these communities were deteriorating as a result of the economic 
downturns associated with the city more broadly.  Throughout the 1980s and 1990s an 
increasing number – 60% of all boarded up/vacant units in the city - of abandoned homes 
were located in the Northwest Side (Simon 1996 134-35).  A final ‘blow’ to the 
neighborhoods of the Northwest Side came with the clearance of housing, and 
displacement of thousands of families in preparation for the Park West freeway beginning 
in the 1960s (Gurda 2006).   
 
   In addition to the age and condition of the housing throughout central Milwaukee, the 
Northwest Side in particular was subdivided and built quickly, the city failing to reserve 
any significant space for public use.  Very long and narrow blocks were laid to form a 
gridiron pattern comprised of east-west streets at 700 feet apart, and north-south streets 
averaging 300 feet.  This process resulted in ‘distressingly’ narrow lots with an average 
size of 3,600 square feet (Simon 1996 55).  Within the context of the industrial boom, 
influx of workers, and subsequent need for housing, concern for and provision of open 
space remained of secondary importance – if a concern at all.  
 
   Denying the capital needed for home purchase and/or repair, redlining and real estate 
practices contributed to neighborhood decline, while simultaneously excluding blacks 
from moving to the new suburban tracts.  Around the country, FHA and VA guidelines 
made it difficult for older properties to receive funding which further contributed to 
suburban investment, adding to the deteriorating conditions (Kaplan, Holloway and 
Wheeler, 2014).  In the case of Milwaukee, existing attitudes towards race throughout 
the 1940s and 50s contributed to limits in housing opportunities.  Vel Phillips for instance, 
elected as the first African-American Alderwoman in 1956, was stymied in her attempts 
to address fair-housing by the rest of the common council and the mayor (Smith, 2003).  
Not alone, Milwaukee’s African American population faced a massive housing shortage 
as FHA policies and white Milwaukeeans preferences ensured investment in the 
surrounding suburbs.  Zoning ordinances (favoring large lots and low density housing) 
served to further segregate the region as multiple-family units were generally prohibited 
in newer, more peripheral suburban neighborhoods (Squires, et. al, 1999).   
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Northwest Side Today  
 
   As a result of the various historic strands of urban development in the city - density, 
influx of industry/housing, peripheral park planning, and then deindustrialization and 
suburbanization - Milwaukee’s Northwest Side was deficient in parks.  As increasing 
numbers of black residents found limited housing choices within the parks-poor central 
city, similarly large numbers of now middle-class, largely white residents were following 
Whitnall’s parkways out to the suburbs.  By analyzing data from the 2000 census, this 
paper will conclude by showing the park inequity in Milwaukee, based on income and 
park acreage per census tract throughout the County. 
 
   Currently, the 76 census tracts which comprise the Northwest Side and other 
neighborhoods of central Milwaukee contain a hugely disproportionate share of low-
income housing.  In addition, these neighborhoods are overwhelmingly black and retain 
a very small share of park space.  For instance, the 76 tracts with the lowest household 
incomes contain 25 parks, totaling 731 acres.  Conversely, the 76 highest median 
household income tracts possess 80 parks totaling 10,913 acres.  Though the total acreage 
of each quartile is quite dissimilar, (lowest – 49,515 total acres; highest – 359,088 total 
acres) the ratio of park acreage to total acreage is nearly double in the higher quartile of 
census tracts.  The distribution of park acreage throughout the County of Milwaukee is 
disproportionately concentrated in the suburban periphery – no doubt a consequence of 
Whitnall’s park design and parkway plan of 1923.  In addition, this reflects the turn-of-
the-century industrialization and subdivision development that ultimately shaped 
neighborhoods which possessed no significant park space (beyond the beer gardens of 
Schlitz and Pabst).  

 

   When looking at the present distribution of parks throughout Milwaukee County, it 
appears to be an environmentally inequitable setting (See Fig. 5 – Central City Median 
Income).  And though certainly there are ample reasons to consider the current view as 
inequitable in terms of park distribution, a broad account of historical urban growth, 
industrial development, and park planning provides a clearer context.  The Northwest 
Side succeeded in housing workers and industry until the middle part of the twentieth 
century.  As industry and work disappeared, a legacy of disinvested neighborhoods with 
few park spaces emerged.  The Northwest Side - currently comprised of the lowest 
median incomes in Milwaukee - was largely developed prior to any significant park 
movement.  A result of the historic events of the past, the lowest 76 census tracts today 
lack access to the public good of park space (See Fig. 6 – Median Household Income and 
Park Acreage).  With emphasis on the needed manufacturing and housing for laborers, 
this area was seen as critical to the economic success of the city and region, and therefore 
parks were not constructed.  As such, a second environmental injustice has emerged – 
that of decayed factory sites (many of which are brownfields), vacant lots, and overall 
blight in a dense part of the city that is still impacted by the large-scale alterations of the 
last few decades. 
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Figure 5:  Median Income in Milwaukee’s “central city”, 2000. 
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Figure 6:  Median Household Income and Park Acreage, 2000. 

 

Conclusion 

   Using Milwaukee as a case-study, this analysis contributes to previous work in the field 
by highlighting the importance of using a historical lens through which to view current 
inequity in American cities.  Though urban scholarship is advancing our understanding of 
environmental justice as a product of urban-industrial development, there has been less 
emphasis on the explicit association between historical urban growth/planning decisions, 
and landscapes of environmental injustice.  Scholars of environmental justice should 
expand on analyses that reflect on the presence/absence of nature and 
presence/absence of blight by highlighting the historical significance of land 
development.  Additionally, historically-grounded research should continue to consider 
the structural factors (housing policy, subdivision trends, urban formation) that influence 
neighborhoods.   

 
   Certainly it is acceptable to analyze the spatial inequity of parks without providing a 
historical foundation.  The latter part of this paper, in part does this by showing significant 
disparity in the physical presence of parks throughout Milwaukee in the twenty first 
century.  However, without the historical foundation upon which the city developed - 
populations moved in and out, housing was built or demolished, industry came and went 
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- it does so without acknowledging the socio-political construction of the built 
environment.  Further, it proceeds without fully considering the impact of urban and 
metropolitan planning on the development of the region and its people.  That some 
residents were able to move (following Whitnall’s parkways) in the face of land use 
change and deindustrialization, while others became increasingly immobile due to a lack 
of employment/income is a reflection of the structural constraints of rapid subdivision 
and discriminatory housing.  These constraints have contributed to our current 
understanding of environmental justice; an understanding that should not be embraced 
without first acknowledging the historical events which led to such conditions.   
 

   Historical analyses should be integrated with current studies of urban inequity and form, 
to help better situate our understanding.  Though nature, in the form of parks was socially 
constructed within the various ideologies of the era, so too was its antithesis, the 
machine.  The machines of American industry, in their relentless drive to produce, 
consumed not only the labor of workers, but surrounding neighborhoods as well, with the 
construction of manufacturing centers and much-needed worker housing.  Highlighting 
the factors that prohibited, or at the very least discouraged park planning in the core, 
have been of primary importance in attempting to more thoroughly understand the 
processes that contribute to contemporary challenges.  It is necessary that we further 
embrace the call to incorporate broader and more historically-relevant material to 
deepen our understanding of city development, environmental challenges, and the 
portrayal of contemporary urban space in America. 
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1 Milwaukee was the largest American city to elect a socialist mayor, when, in 1910 it 
chose Emil Seidel.  He lost re-election two years later, but in 1916 – and for the next 24 
years – Daniel Hoan was the elected socialist mayor.  Charles Whitnall, along with 
numerous other officials of Milwaukee during this period was part of the socialist party 
in Milwaukee. 
 

                                                 


